My appreciation was, however, diminished by Fig. 2 . An Editorial Review is a prestigious article and it was a disappointment to see it contain such weak statistical treatment. The limitations of the Pearson productmoment correlation have been reviewed recently [ 21, so its misapplication to data which were at least nonparametric, if not discontinuous, was sad. The quoting of a regression line equation in the legend to the Figure was similarly inappropriate. If there is doubt as to the normality of a distribution, the Shapiro-Wilk test is available.
If one believed that the data were continuous, a Spearman correlation would have been acceptable. The data in Fig. 2 apparently had the more severe problem of being frankly discontinuous. In doubtful cases, tests for bimodality or cluster analysis can help decide. If the data are discontinuous, then no correlation test should be used. The argument is that one is looking at two or more groups which are samples drawn from different populations such as mice and rats or mice and guinea pigs. If one then seeks a 'correlation' between tail length and weight of rodent, the 'correlation' will depend entirely on whether one compares mice with rats, or mice with guinea pigs. It would be more appropriate to use Mann-Whitney tests and say that the animals were different in respect of both tail size and body weight.
111.
Regrettably, other workers have made similar oversights recently, e.g.
(1) Angus et al. [3] in Fig. 2 treat 'biopsy scores' (a discontinuous variable) as though they were normally distributed.
(2) McCloskey et al.
[4] in Fig. 2 use Pearson regressions on apparently non-normal distributions.
(3) Dussaule et al. [5] in Fig. 4 use Pearson regressions on apparently non-normal distributions.
Fortunately, these errors were of little consequence, barely affecting the validity of the conclusions drawn.
All these points must be well known to the authors, and to the editorial team of Clinical Science, so the appearance of these errors in print implies some oversight in several stages of the writing and editorial process.
